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ABSTRACT
Perceptions of Middle School Teachers Regarding Differentiation Instruction
by
Karen McLerran
The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to examine the perceptions of
middle school teachers regarding differentiation of instruction for students with mild to moderate
disabilities. Although there has been little documentation in the literature regarding instructional
differentiation five factors that facilitate change have been identified in the framework.
Data collection strategies included one-on-one semi-structured interviews and questionnaires.
Analysis of data occurred in three phases: (a) transcribing interviews, (b) member checking of
the transcripts, (c) coding-recoding of the data. The analysis of data was based on the theoretical
proposition that student achievement, positive behaviors, and increased learner motivation
fosters the change process when differentiation is implemented. The credibility of the analysis
was protected by triangulation of data through multiple sources of evidence, code-recode
strategy, and member checking.
The results indicate that differentiation has a positive influence on student learning. Five themes
emerged from the analysis of data: (1) teachers’ personal definition of differentiation, (2) a
variety of implementation strategies yield positive student results, (3) barriers to implementation
of differentiation, (4) needed supports for implementation of differentiation strategies, and (5)
student achievement.
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Chapter 1. Introduction
Differentiated instruction is a pedagogical-didactical approach that provides teachers with a
starting point for meeting students’ diverse learning needs (Smale-Jacobse et al., 2019). In that
approach, all students have the same learning goal, but the instruction varies based on their
interests, preferences, strengths, and struggles (Tucker, 2021). Just as everyone has a unique
fingerprint, every student has an individual learning style (Differentiated instruction: Examples
& classroom strategies, 2021). Chances are not all students grasp a subject in the same way or
share the same level of ability, which can create a learning disability and cause students to have
trouble learning and using specific skills (Differentiated instruction: Examples & classroom
strategies, 2021). The skills most often affected by Learning Disabilities (LD) include reading,
writing, listening, speaking, reasoning, and math (National Dissemination Center for Children
with Disabilities, 2011). One way to help diverse learners understand the material is by
differentiating lessons. Many teachers find differentiated instruction beneficial because it keeps
students motivated and involved in learning.
A practical method of addressing the needs of diverse populations that gives all diverse
learners equal access to learning is differentiation instruction (Ford, 2019). A growing body of
research reported that differentiated instruction consistently yielded positive results across a
broad range of targeted groups. Differentiated instruction allowed students to practice what they
learned from course lecture components; thus, when teachers differentiated lessons in the regular
classroom, they could maximize the learning of all students. Differentiated instruction was not a
single strategy but a framework that teachers could use to implement a variety of techniques,
many of which were evidence-based (What is differentiated instruction, 2022)
The model of differentiation is multifaceted; thus, it presents several misunderstandings.
One of those issues involves school officials emphasizing standardized tests for all students,
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which means that every student needs to learn at the same rate and pass the same test under the
same circumstances. Another misconception is that some educators are hesitant about integrating
differentiation in the classroom. When educators do not proactively implement instructional
strategies that align with their students’ learning styles, students’ focus tends to shift, causing
students to lose their train of thought (What are the advantages of differentiated instruction,
2019).
Students that test in single-strategy educational environments often show poor retention of
the subject matter covered. This could result in a higher dropout rate, a lower pass rate, and a
reduced graduation rate (National Center for Education Statistics, 2021a). The most important
aspect of differentiating instruction is that teachers reach students at the students’ level, which
allows students more time to participate and engage. Thus, students above grade level may not
suffer boredom and disengagement, and students below grade level may not fall further behind.
Instead, they can learn and grow at their own pace. Finally, students at grade level will get
individualized lessons, not simply a one-size-fits-all textbook.
Statement of the Problem
In the 2019-2020 school year, the number of students aged 3-21 who received special
education services under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) was 7.3 million,
or 14 % of all public-school students. Among students receiving special education services, the
most common category of disabilities (33%) was specific learning (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2021a). A learning disability (LD), specific learning, is a neurological
disorder that affects the brain’s ability to receive, process, store, and respond to information
(National Association of Special Education Teachers, 2011). A learning disability can account
for the unexplained difficulty a person of at least average intelligence may have in acquiring the
basic academic skills essential for success at school and work and for coping with life (National
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Center for Education Statistics, 2021b). In 2021, six million special-needs students were in preK-12 schools in the United States (National Center for Education Statistics, 2021b), and school
systems across the country label approximately one in every ten students as exceptional (Kirk et
al., 2014). The students may have any number of special needs, usually grouped as mild to
moderate, including but not limited to learning disabilities, emotional or behavioral disorders,
attention deficit disorder, cognitive disabilities, and autism (Finson et al., 2011). In 1975,
Congress passed the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) to ensure that children
with disabilities had equal access to public education. To reach this student population, many
educators used differentiated instruction strategies that permitted them to consider factors, such
as learning preferences, ability levels, identified special needs, and language proficiency, when
planning and delivering lessons.
Some researchers proposed differentiating subjects for students with Individual Education
Plans (IEPs) as an effective means to address the difficulties they could face in the general
education curriculum. Rock et al. (2008) indicated that the full implementation of differentiated
instruction in mixed-ability classrooms could result in positive results for all. Based on that
information, the current study examined teachers’ perspectives on differentiating subjects for
their diverse learners or students with mild to moderate disabilities.
Significance of the Study
The current study was worthwhile because the results provided insight and understanding
into the ways in which differentiating subjects for diverse learners or students with mild to
moderate disabilities could be effective.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the current study was to examine the perceptions of middle school teachers
regarding differentiation of instruction for students with mild to moderate disabilities. The results
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might provide insight and understanding concerning ways in which differentiating subjects for
students with mild to moderate disabilities could be effective for classroom learning.
Contextual Framework.
Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development Theory was the contextual framework
guiding the study. Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development Theory demonstrated the potential
benefits of Differentiation of Instruction (DI) in improving academic performance. The
contextual framework for the study assumed that children learned well in numerous ways and
with various degrees of structure (Tomlinson, 2010).
The theory supported this study and the use of differentiation instruction. Vygotsky defined
his key construct the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) as the space between what a learner
could do without assistance and what a learner could do with adult guidance or in collaboration
with more capable peers (Zone of proximal development, 2022). For educators to implement
differentiation instruction in the general education classroom, they must understand and use
concepts that reach all student’s ability levels.
Research Questions
The research questions guiding this study are listed below. The primary question was:
What are middle school teachers’ perceptions of middle school teachers regarding differentiation
of instruction for students with mild to moderate disabilities?
Four supporting sub-questions guided this research, as follows:
RQ1. How does differentiated instruction for students with mild to moderate disabilities
influence student outcomes?
RQ2. What knowledge is considered for differentiation in the classroom for students with
mild to moderate disabilities?
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RQ3. What barriers do middle school teachers face when implementing differentiation for
students with mild to moderate disabilities?
RQ4. What resources are available to middle school teachers that facilitate differentiation
of instruction for students with mild to moderate disabilities?
Definitions of Terms
Differentiation of Instruction (DI). DI tailors instruction to meet individual needs.
Whether teachers differentiate content, process, products, or the learning environment, the use of
ongoing assessment and flexible grouping makes this a successful approach to instruction (Mills
et al., 2019)
Inclusion. Inclusion is the preferred term involving supporting students with disabilities
through individual learning goals, accommodations, and modifications so that they are able to
access the general education curriculum (in the general education classroom) and be held to the
same high expectations as their peers (What is inclusion and why is it important, 2022).
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). Act ensures that all children
with disabilities are entitled to a free appropriate public education to meet their unique needs and
prepare them for further education, employment and independent living (Individuals with
disabilities education act, n.d.).
Individualized Educational Plan (IEP). An IEP is a plan or program developed to ensure
that a child with a disability identified under the law attending an elementary or secondary
educational institution receives specialized instruction and related services (What is the
difference between an IEP and a 504 plan, 2022).
Learning Disability (LD). A disorder in one or more basic psychological processes that
may manifest itself as an imperfect ability in certain areas of learning, such as reading, written
expression, or mathematics (What are learning disabilities,2012).
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Response to Intervention (RTI). RTI is a multi-tier approach to the early identification
and support of students with learning and behavior needs (Gorski,2022).
Zone of Proximal Development Theory (ZPD). According to theory, the Zone of
Proximal Development is the space between what a learner can do without assistance and what a
learner can do with adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers (Zone of
proximal development, 2022).
Limitations and Delimitations of the Study
The study was limited to the perception of middle school teachers and did not account for
the perception of the high school or elementary teachers, special education teachers, or school
administrators. The major limitation of this study was the limited number of teachers who
responded to the research study to the number of flyers that as distributed among the school. A
delimitation of the study was the research participant’s preconceived opinions of special
education.
Summary
Chapter 2 provides a review of literature on differentiation of instruction and associated
issues. Chapter 3 offers the methodology used for the current study and includes the research
question(s), research design, population and sample, participants, data, data analysis strategies,
and conceptual frameworks. Chapter 3 also consists of the assessment of quality and rigor,
ethical consideration, and the role of the researcher. Chapter 4 reports on the findings. Finally,
Chapter 5 provides conclusions, implications for practice, recommendations for future research,
and a chapter summary.
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Chapter 2. Review of Literature
This chapter provides an overview of the relevant literature on differentiating instruction.
The literature review draws on the history and findings that highlight the challenges faced by
diverse learners, the possible advantages of differentiation instruction and underscores the
importance of differentiation in this context. Findings from previous research illustrated the
definition of differentiation instruction, noted challenges for diverse learners, and discussed
effective ways in which to implement differentiation instruction in the regular classroom. In
addition, findings from previous research aided discussion on teaching quality and the ways in
which it applied to daily practice.
Overview and History
In the eighteenth century, both French and American academics investigated the needs of
individuals with disabilities, and by the nineteenth century, this interest focused on children with
mental disabilities (Alkahtani, 2016). While most of those children at that time lived in
institutions because of their daily difficulties, the American and French research led to their
being educated in special schools (Alkahtani, 2016). By 1919, there were upwards of 190,000
one-room schoolhouses operating in the United States. However, as the country transitioned
from the one-room schoolhouses to grade schools, educators assumed that all children of the
same chronological age could learn the same materials at the same pace (A snapshot of the
history of differentiated instruction, 2011). In 1972, Senator Harrison Williams proposed an
Education for All Handicapped Children Act (EHCA) supported by Representative John
Brademas, Chairman of the House Subcommittee on Select Education (Dragoo, 2019). The bill,
passed in 1975, provided services and support to students with disabilities to aid their effective
progress in school (Blackwell & Rossetti, 2014).
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In 1990, Congress renamed the EHCA as the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Improvement Act (IDEIA). In 1997, President Bill Clinton signed the Individuals with
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) that provided positive changes to the previous legislation
(Block et al., 2019). This Act allowed all students, including typical and diverse learners, the
ability to use the same high-quality curriculum, guaranteed that diverse learners could learn in
their least restricted environment (LRE), and required special education teachers to be highly
qualified (Block et al., 2019). By 2004, the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act mandated
that children with educationally defined disabilities must receive free, appropriate, public
education (FAPE) (Simon, 2006).
According to Blackwell and Rossetti, in 2014, there were an estimated 6.6 million students
with disabilities who received special education services in public schools in the United States.
This also indicated the development and implementation of approximately 6.6 million
Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) (Blackwell & Rossetti, 2014). By the 2019-2020
school year, the number of students aged 3-21 who received special education services under the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) grew to 7.3 million or 14 percent of all
public-school students (National Center for Education Statistics, 2021). Among students
receiving special education services, the most common category of disabilities (33%) was
specific learning disability (LD) (National Center for Education Statistics, 2021). The skills most
often affected by LD included reading, writing, listening, speaking, reasoning, and doing math
(National Dissemination Center for Children with Disabilities, 2011). Many educators
discovered that one way to help diverse learners understand material was by differentiating
lessons. Teachers agreed that differentiated instruction was beneficial because it kept students
motivated and involved in the learning process.
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The origins of differentiated instruction derived from several learning approaches,
including the idea of multiple intelligences developed by psychologist Howard Gardner
(Differentiated instruction and strategies, n.d.)) Gardner posited that people could process
information in one of seven ways: linguistic, logical-mathematical, spatial, bodily-kinesthetic,
musical, intrapersonal, and interpersonal. He noted these individual abilities operated
simultaneously to form complexity, thus providing a more comprehensive view of what
constituted human intelligence (Maftoon & Sarem, 2012). Using Gardner’s theory of multiple
intelligences, educators could address students’ diverse intelligence by creating individualized
learning environments (Maftoon & Sarem, 2012).
A second theorist, David Kolb, created Kolb’s Experiential Learning Theory, a solid
foundational approach to all structures regarding learning, knowledge development,
development, and change (What is experiential learning, 2021). The experiential learning model
offered a four-stage circular process, Concrete Experience, Reflective Observation, Abstract
Conceptualizations, and Active Experimentation (McCarthy, 2016). Kolb argued that learners
should actively engage in all four components for learning to occur. Most students favored one
part of the cycle over other parts, hence indicating their learning style preference (McCarthy,
2016).
A third theorist, Jean Piaget, contributed to the field of education through his concept of
cognitive development (Mcleod, 2020). Piaget’s contributions had a significant effect on the
science of child development, particularly the issues regarding the education process with
children and transferring cognition into psychology (Babakr et al., 2019). Perhaps the most
important theorist for the purposes of the current study, Lev Vygotsky developed concepts of
cognitive learning zones, known as the Zone of Actual Development. According to Vygotsky,
the Zone of Actual Development occurred when students could work independently and
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complete tasks on their own (Blake & Pope, 2008). Vygotsky also developed the Zone of
Proximal Development (ZPD) to describe the gap between what learners could do on their own
and what they needed help accomplishing (Daniels, 2001). Instruction and learning occurred in
the ZPD. When students were in this zone, they could be successful with instructional help
(Blake & Pope, 2008). These theories had differences but similarities as well with respect to
learning. With the overlying similarities, they played a vital role in laying the foundation for
differentiation of instruction.
Differentiation provided a critical component in education and all teachers must consider
and use it to deliver quality education (Bushie, 2015). Teachers employed differentiation in
various ways throughout the curriculum, such as using smaller group settings, designing lessons
based on the students’ learning styles, and assessing and adjusting lessons to meet the students’
learning interests and abilities. Educators could interpret and implement differentiation in
numerous ways to meet the needs of the students.
Researchers Reis and Renzulli (2015) presented five components most often associated
with successful differentiation: 1) Content, 2) Instructional Strategies, 3) The Classroom, 4)
Products, and 5) The Teacher. Under content, they noted that different academic abilities and
interests could be challenging for teachers, but they could address those differences in the
content and curriculum they delivered to the students. While some students could maintain the
same curriculum, others needed a curriculum to match their interests or challenge them. Thus,
lessons required individualization because students did not learn at the same rate (Reis &
Renzulli, 2015). Educators could embellish their instructional strategies for students with
different learning styles by offering options, such as group work, working alone, doing projects,
or discussions. Teachers could differentiate in the general education classroom by using different
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strategies that matched the learning style of the individual or groups at the school (Reis &
Renzulli, 2015).
According to Reis and Renzulli (2015), differentiation could occur in a learning
environment through the ways teachers managed it. One suggestion was to allow students to
work with students with the same learning style or those with different learning styles to enable
them to express themselves and show their uniqueness. Another possibility was to introduce
guest speakers or technology in the classroom or bring new things to the learning environment
like a computer lab, library, or even a field trip.
Students learned differently and expressed learning in various ways, thereby creating a
product of sorts. Some students preferred speaking or through written form, some were better at
understanding through technology, some were better with social action, and others were better
with visual learning. Students needed options and to choose their learning methods to
demonstrate what they have learned (Reis & Renzulli, 2015). It would be impossible for teachers
to differentiate every lesson every day for every student. Differentiation was about making
educational decisions and choices for students and knowing what is best for the students.
Teachers should consider the students’ learning styles, ability levels, interests, and expression
styles when implementing differentiation in the lessons and allow the student to be creative and
flexible while learning (Reis & Renzulli, 2015).
Faced with differentiating, educators needed to welcome and embrace the challenge. When
they were more open to examining and determining the needs of each diverse learner, they could
realize the benefits in differentiation. Teachers should remain open-minded and continually
examine their students’ ability and readiness, interest, and learning profile (Tomlinson, 2014). In
determining a student’s ability level, a teacher could look at a student’s data, such as Aims Web,
benchmarks, state tests, or others from previous years and check current scores. When
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determining instructional actions, it would be vital to use a variety of data to understand every
day and unique student needs (Differentiation: How do I use data to adjust instruction for
groups, n.d.). Students could create groups in various ways, for example according to areas of
interest. When a topic connected to what students liked to do, engagement deepened as they
willingly spent time thinking, dialoguing, and creating ideas in meaningful ways (McCarthy,
2014). Making learning contextual to real-world experiences was a crucial learning technique,
creating differentiation for student interests (McCarthy, 2014).
Differentiation occurred when teachers grouped students with others of the same ability
level. This grouping allowed students to do the work at the same rate as their peers, thus giving
them the confidence to move forward and take ownership of their work. This could also happen
in creating smaller groups. Students tended to interact more in small groups because they had
more opportunity to respond and confirm their thinking and learning (Differentiated instruction,
2022.). Last, educators could practice differentiation by grouping students according to their
learning styles. Teachers know that students do not always operate in the same learning style for
all discipline areas (Differentiated instruction and strategies, n.d.).
Educators tended to collaborate with other educators when it came to differentiation. An
ideal classroom would allow time to plan the lesson(s) and be prepared for each class or to have
another licensed professional assisting in the delivery of the task in hopes that every student
could learn. Since this was not always the case, educators relied heavily on one another for tips
and advice for implementing differentiation in the most effective ways. General education
teachers often needed support in differentiating the diversity in their classrooms (Mofield, 2020).
When educators collaborated, they brought new and different skills and perspectives to the
planned instruction. Collaboration with a gifted education teacher could be an efficient way to
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build a general education teacher’s skills and competencies that could transfer to increased
outcomes for student learning (Mofield, 2020).
Educators should familiarize themselves with their students’ abilities as well as the
outcomes they hoped to achieve. Educators could employ questionnaires and surveys to
determine students’ preferences, thus making instruction differentiation more meaningful
(Conderman & Hedin, 2015). Once the teacher and the student developed a strong rapport,
meaningful learning could occur. The teacher-student relationship had significance for a good
learning environment to facilitate learning and create positive attitudes (Al Nasseri et al., 2014).
Differentiated instruction was both a universal and controversial pedagogical approach
that gave attention to student needs (Manivannan & Nor, 2020; Smale-Jacobse, 2019;
Tomlinson, 2000). Benefits and barriers came with implementing differentiation. Manivannan
and Nor showed teachers faced challenges when implementing differentiation. In their research,
eleven barriers emerged, as follows: lack of differentiation knowledge, time constraints, class
size, school administration, lack of resources, students, lack of teaching methodology
knowledge, curriculum, personal characteristics, personal teaching beliefs and styles, and nature
of differentiation of instruction. The researchers noted that lack of familiarity with differentiation
led to insecurity. Time was a reoccurring barrier. Time was also one of the factors listed by
Chien (2015) and Shareefa et al. (2019) in their studies. Aldosari (2018) and Avgousti (2017)
reported their teacher participants did not receive sufficient support from the administration,
which made it more difficult to carry out differentiation instruction.
Educators expressed mixed reviews regarding differentiation in the classroom. Seasoned
educators might find adding differentiation an easier task since they had more training and hands
on experience than a novice might have. On the other hand, a newly licensed educator might
have more current knowledge of the rules and laws in serving diverse learners. Regardless of
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where educators are in their career, they should take the time to learn the students’ needs and
ways to implement differentiation strategies effectively.
Differentiated Instruction
A common misconception about differentiated instruction was that it was extremely
complicated (Bushie, 2015). When addressing differentiation, Strahan et al. (2012) noted, “Many
educators mistakenly think that differentiation means teaching everything in at least three
different ways that a differentiated classroom functions like a dinner buffet. This is not
differentiation, nor is it practical” (p. 3). This misbelief about differentiation discouraged
teachers from even considering the possibility of incorporating the method into their teaching
pedagogy (Bushie, 2015).
Differentiated instruction was a collection of practices and theories educators could use to
help diverse learners achieve academic success. Various definitions exist for the term
differentiation. According to VanTassel-Baska (2012), differentiation meant tailoring teaching to
address specific students’ needs and the way they learn. Osuafor and Okigbo (2013) posited that
differentiated instruction meant creating multiple parts of a learning outcome “so that students of
different abilities, interests or learning needs experience equally appropriate ways to absorb, use,
develop and present concepts as a part of the daily learning process” (p. 556).
“Tomlinson (2005), a leading expert in this field, defined differentiated instruction as a
philosophy of teaching based on the premise that students learned best when their teachers
accommodated the differences in their readiness levels, interests, and learning profiles” (Subban,
2006). Differentiated instruction was both a philosophy and a way of teaching that respected the
different learning needs of students and expected all students to experience success as learners
(What is differentiated instruction, 2016).
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Differentiated learning activities might depend on students’ readiness for learning the
specific content or skill, their interests, or their preferred ways of learning. In a differentiated
classroom, students experienced learning in multiple configurations, such as working in small
groups (with peers having similar or different readiness, interests, or learning preferences), with
a partner, individually, and as a whole group (University of Virginia, 2016). This approach could
also highlight the importance of reaching students with mild to moderate disabilities to offer a
chance of success in the classroom. Differentiation could lead to successful accomplishments for
the diverse learner.
Theories of Differentiation
Many theories contributed to the framework of differentiation of instruction. The most
influential of these theories were those posited by David Kolb, Jean Piaget, Lev Vygotsky, and
Howard Gardner. Each added an individual perspective that aided understanding of how students
learn.
Kolb’s experiential learning model and learning styles inventory offered the most
prominent theory and instrument on differentiation (McCarthy, 2016). Kolb (1984) stated that
experimental learning theory offered fundamentally different views of the learning process from
those of the behavioral theorists. “Based on an empirical epistemology or the more implicit
theories of learning that underlie traditional educational methods, methods that for the most part
are used on a rational idealist epistemology” (Kolb, 1984, p. 20). The experiential learning model
is a four-stage circular process (McCarthy, 2016). Kolb (1984) argued that learners should
actively engage in all four components for learning to occur. The four stages included: Concrete
Experience, Reflective Observation, Abstract Conceptualizations, and Active Experimentation.
Most students favored one part of the cycle over other parts, hence indicating their learning style
preference (McCarthy, 2016). Kolb (1984) noted that learning was the major process of human
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adaptation and the concept of learning is considerably broader than that commonly associated
with the school. Piaget’s theory of cognitive development explained the way in which a child
constructed a mental model of the world (Mcleod, 2020). Piaget stated the following:
“It is impossible to dissociate psychology from epistemology . . . how is knowledge
acquired, how does it increase, and how does it become organized or reorganized .
. . The answer we find, and from which we can only choose by more or less
refining them, are necessarily of the following three types: Either knowledge
comes exclusively from the object, or it is constructed by the subject alone, or it
results from the multiple interactions between the subjects and the object but what
interactions and in what form? Indeed, we see at once that these are
epistemological solutions stemming from empiricism, apriorism, or diverse
interactionist.” (Piaget, 1978, cited in Kolb, 1984)
Like Kolb, Piaget proposed one of the most renowned theories with respect to cognitive
development in children. His theory offered four cognitive developmental stages for children, as
follows: sensorimotor (birth to 2 years), pre-operational (2 to 7 years), concrete operational (7 to
11 years), and the formal operational stage (ages 12 and up) (Babakr et al., 2019). Piaget’s
contributions, particularly regarding the process of education among children and transferring
cognition into psychology, had a significant effect on the science of child development (Babakr
et al., 2019).
Unlike Piaget’s concept that children’s development must automatically lead to their
learning, Vygotsky (1978) argued, "Learning is a necessary and universal aspect of the process
of developing culturally organized, specifically human psychological function" (p. 90).
Vygotsky’s theory developed concepts of cognitive learning zones known as the Zone of Actual
Development (Blake & Pope, 2008). The Zone of Actual Development occurred when students
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could work independently and complete tasks on their own (Blake & Pope, 2008). He also
developed what is known as the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). Vygotsky (1978) stated
that “The Zone of Proximal Development, is the distance between the actual developmental level
as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as
determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable
peers” (p. 86).This required adults or peers to aid students who were unable to complete a task
on their own without assistance (Blake & Pope, 2008). The ZPD defined the gap between what
learners could do on their own and what they needed help doing (Daniels, 2001). Instruction and
learning occurred in the ZPD. When students were in this zone, they could be successful with
instructional help (Blake & Pope, 2008).
Gardner proposed a multiple intelligence theory (MI). Gardner viewed intelligence as “the
capacity to solve problems or to fashion products that are valued in one or more cultural setting”
(Gardner & Hatch, 1989, p. 4). The objective was to focus on the content and ideas of learning,
thus proposing a means to understand the many ways in which human beings are intelligent
(Maftoon & Sarem, 2012). Gardner theorized that people were able to process information in one
of seven ways: linguistic, logical-mathematical, spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, musical,
interpersonal, and intrapersonal. He noted that these individual abilities operated together to form
a more complex way of accomplishing tasks, thus providing a more comprehensive view of what
constitutes human intelligence (Maftoon & Sarem, 2012). Gardner’s theory of multiple
intelligences could address students’ diverse intelligences by creating individualized learning
environments (Maftoon & Sarem, 2012).
In public school classrooms, student academic abilities could span across multiple ability
levels (Bondie et al., 2019; Hertberg-Davis et al., 2006). The theories listed above illustrated
there was not a one size fits all approach to education. Kolb, Piaget, Vygotsky, and Gardner
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agreed that learning occurred differently and that people learned at different rates, thus
establishing a need for differentiation of instruction in the classroom.
Differentiation Challenges in the Classroom
Diverse learners faced varied daily challenges while in school one of which was cultural
diversity. Cultural diversity has increased and produced not only a challenge for students but a
challenge for teachers as well. In 2014, U.S. public schools hit a minority-majority milestone
with Latino, African American, and Asian students surpassing the number of White students
(Drexel University, School of Education, 2000). The U.S. Census predicted that by 2044 over
half of the nation’s population would be people of color, so cultural diversity would remain a
factor in the classroom (Drexel University, School of Education, 2000). In preparation, teachers
should begin incorporating distinct cultures into their instruction, especially the cultures of the
students in their classrooms daily. Yuan (2017) revealed that qualified teachers struggled with
the curriculum, content, and practicum in a traditional educational setting because their students
were more diverse and from different countries. The literature proposed several methods to
reform traditional teaching strategies to meet the needs of the multicultural student population
and instructional context.
Another challenge faced by diverse learners in the classroom included lessons delivered at
different levels. Not all students could learn at the same rate. The idea that learners had different
learning needs and that a one-size-fits-all approach did not suffice gained educational momentum
(Smale-Jacobse et al., 2019; Subban, 2006). In addition, the classroom curriculum might not
match the students’ current abilities. The unaccommodating curriculum could hinder meeting the
needs of diverse learners. According to Zwane and Malale’s (2018) research, the curriculum
used in some schools had no modifications to accommodate learners with a wide array of
educational needs. Mainstream techniques created challenges for teachers as well as students
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with learning disabilities in an inclusive classroom, thus making it harder to reach diverse
learners.
Madrazo and Motz (2005) explained how the brain functioned and how the students’ minds
learned, absorbed, and thought. They concluded that the curriculum often mismatched content
and teaching practices with the thinking and learning processes of students. They stated teachers
must promote active learning through the incorporation of research on brain-based education and
the corresponding academic needs of the students (Madrazo & Motz, 2005).
Mprah, Amponteng, and Owusu’s (2015) qualitative research investigated data that
consisted of 25 participants in the Wiamoase Educational Circuit in the Sekyere South District in
the Ashanti Region of Ghana. They focused primarily on students with special needs using in
depth interviews and observations. The findings from the research indicated that support for the
pupils with special needs in the general education setting suggested those children were not
getting adequate support in the public schools due to lack of appropriate resources. Educators
gave the students information and expected the students to decipher what they received. Lack of
resources in the classrooms could cause stress on both students and educators, thus preventing
students from learning at their fullest potential. The primary insufficient resource was, of course,
money. Banerjee (2016) conducted a systematic review that identified factors associated with the
education and underachievement of disadvantaged students. Banerjee’s systematic review,
completed between 2005 and 2014, merged thirty-four studies that identified factors for 771
underachieving and underprivileged students. Preferred reporting items followed protocol for all
the systematic reviews and meta-analyses. Results suggested significant factors linking
deprivation to underachievement categorized as a lack of favorable environment and support
(Banerjee, 2016).
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Educators also faced challenges with differentiation instruction. Lavania and Nor (2020)
provided a summary of challenges that teachers faced with differentiation of instruction. The
authors selected research articles from 2014 to 2019 and chose nineteen empirical studies for
their report. Their findings showed teachers facing numerous challenges, including lack of
differentiation of instruction knowledge, time, and class size ( Manivannan & Nor, 2020).
Quantitative and qualitative studies revealed that teachers faced challenges relating to knowledge
of differentiation of instruction (Avgousti, 2017; Boston, 2017; Chien, 2015; deJager, 2016;
Lavania & Nor, 2020; Lunsford, 2017; Moosa & Shareefa, 2019; Merawi, 2018; Robinson et al.,
2014; Siam & Al-Natour, 2016; Suprayogi & Valcke , 2016; Tobin & Tippet, 2014; Wan,
2016); knowledge of teaching and learning methodology ( Boston, 2017; deJager, 2016;
(Lavania & Nor, 2020; Lunsford, 2017; Wan, 2016); personal teaching beliefs ( Boston, 2017;
deJager, 2016; Lavania & Nor, 2020; Wan, 2016); and personal characteristics (Dixon et al.,
2014; Lavania & Nor, 2020 Merawi, 2018; Suprayogi & Valcke , 2016; Tobin & Tippet, 2014).
Differentiation Benefits
Educating all students should be the primary goal for educators (Boyle et al., 2011). Since
early stratification of students might have unintended effects on the educational opportunities of
students with varying background characteristics, addressing students’ learning needs by
teaching adaptively within heterogeneous classrooms was the best choice for a fair educational
system (Oakes, 2008; Schütz et al., 2008; Smale-Jacobse et al., 2019). Every student deserves the
chance to be educated and has the right to an appropriate education (Taylor, 2011). According to
Subban (2006), various researchers noted that, by employing differentiation, teachers could value
each student for his or her unique strengths, while offering students opportunities to demonstrate
skills through a variety of assessment techniques. Differentiation allowed the creation of an
environment in which all students could succeed and from which they could derive benefits.
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Ensuring success with differentiation instruction involved supporting the educator in delivering
the instruction along with the key stakeholders. The key stakeholders included but were not
limited to support teachers, counselors, administrators, and parents (Woodcock et al., 2012).
In a study investigating the use of differentiated instruction on student scores on
standardized tests, teachers’ perceptions of their ability to meet the needs of diverse students and
parents’ expectations of student performance, Hodge (1997) found that students who were
prepared for tests using differentiated techniques showed a gain in their mathematics scores.
Effective use of differentiation had association with increased learner motivation, higher
academic achievement, and greater collaboration among students with a similar ability (Gentry
& Owen, 1999; Hertberg-Davis, 2009; McNamara et al., 1997; Taylor, 2017). Differentiated
instruction increased student engagement. Students reported feeling highly engaged in
differentiated lessons and assessments revealed significant increases in understanding after
implementing differentiation. Additional benefits, including a student-centered classroom and
independence, were evident (Koehler, 2010).
According to the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (2010), Tieso
(2005) studied 31 math teachers and 645 students and found that differentiated instruction was
effective in keeping high-ability students challenged in heterogeneous classrooms. Differentiated
instruction was quite effective in enhancing the students’ interests and attitudes towards the
lessons. Various researchers discovered that in classes using differentiated instruction application
the students’ academic success, interest in the lesson, learning levels, and participation in the
lesson were enhanced (Baumgartner et al., 2003; Beecher & Sweeney, 2008; Fahey, 2000;
Karadag et al., 2010). Students who studied at their academic level were more likely to attempt
the work and stay engaged than were those unable to accomplish the task who gave up.
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Differentiation instruction is a proactive approach that meets the students at their level,
allowing them to work at their own pace while completing the number of tasks as their typical
peers. Because it is student-centered, differentiation instruction could enable teachers to
maximize each student’s individual growth. Effective use of differentiation could produce
increased learner motivation, higher academic achievement, and greater collaboration among
students with similar abilities (Taylor, 2017). In addition, differentiating instruction could allow
students to engage academically in their work by offering material that energizes the thinking
process (Hileman, 2009).
Differentiation encouraged students to ask essential questions, collaborate with teachers on
grandiose ideas, and become classroom leaders. Differentiation provided insight into students’
interests, abilities, and learning styles, while shifting some of the responsibility to the learners
themselves. The change brought increases in motivation, independence, and opportunity for
democracy in action, wherein students became members of learning communities (Chick &
Hong, 2012). Differentiation sometimes allowed diverse learners to pair with other students, thus
allowing diverse learners to form healthy bonds and make friends in the classroom setting.
When classrooms employed differentiation, students maintained task behavior, eliminating
unnecessary disruptions from bored or unchallenged students who might consider the material
not meeting their understanding level or who might not engage with the lesson (Greene, 2011).
When implemented correctly, differentiation allowed the students to work without
complications. It also allowed for more communication between the teacher and student, which
lead to more praise for positive behaviors.
Research Supporting Differentiated Instruction
As one of the most respected differentiation theories, Vygotsky’s (1978) work offered
relevance to this research because it provided rational insights into why differentiation worked in
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general education classrooms and explained ways to reach all learners. Differentiation could
enable students with a wide range of abilities and disabilities to receive an appropriate education.
Vygotsky’s 1978 Zone of Proximal Development Theory (ZPD) provided an instructional
approach to help teachers understand the capabilities of diverse learners and encouraged teachers
to seek guidance or collaboration with more capable peers. Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory of
learning and the Zone of Proximal Development strongly supported the use of differentiated
instruction (Bushie, 2015; Vygotsky, 1986). In addition, the findings in brain research also had
significant implications for differentiated instruction. Brain-based research was relevant to
education because a brain’s ability to process, store, and retrieve information relied on the
environment in which the students were situated, the challenges proposed, and students’ ability
to make meaning of the information through connections relevant to their lives (Bushie, 2015;
Tomlinson et al., 1998).
Smale-Jacobse et al.’s (2019) systematic review of literature from 2006 to 2016 provided
an overview of the theoretical conceptualizations of differentiated instruction as well as a
discussion of prior findings on its effectiveness. The systematic review of literature provided
evidence that differentiated instruction for secondary school students improved academic
achievement (Smale-Jacobse et al., 2019). The researchers selected fourteen papers with twelve
studies to review. Topics included generic teaching training for differentiation instruction, ability
grouping and tiering individualization, heterogeneous grouping, understanding, and remediation
in flipped classroom lessons. The results indicated moderate to positive effects on student
achievement. These empirical findings indicated the possible benefits of differentiated
instruction as well as noting severe knowledge gaps, which suggested needed research (SmaleJacobse et al., 2019).
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A study by Simmons (2015) focused on differentiation’s response to intervention.
Simmon’s research consisted of five-sixth grade students. The researcher monitored the students’
reading levels through response to intervention (RTI) using differentiation. All participants
needed services, but only three received the services. Results showed the positive effects that
differentiation had on the students throughout the RTI model process as their reading improved
(Simmons, 2015).
Darra and Kanellopoulou (2019) examined 16 diverse studies regarding differentiated
instruction that took place between 2008-2018 in higher education settings in different cultures
and different social environments. They noted that the research sprang from international as well
as United States origins. Their findings revealed that differentiation had a positive and significant
impact on students’ learning experiences. The students in differentiated environments performed
better than did those in traditional learning; however, there was no improvement in grades. The
researchers posited that teachers in the studies had a better understanding of differentiation and
supported differentiation in their curriculum. Two of the studies reported that inexperienced
teachers offered that the program had little or no impact to help them teach science and or math
with differentiation instruction and not all students appeared satisfied with the instruction. They
noted that, when the students were enthusiastic about differentiation instruction, they reflected
their teachers’ positive feelings about the method. Overall, the research showed differentiation
improved teaching and developed positive attitudes not only among teachers but also with the
students as well. This study also revealed a need for further research, especially in Greece where
no studies existed that could compare to the other international studies on differentiation
instruction (Darra & Kanellopoulou, 2019).
A study by Kotob and Abadi (2019) described the way in which differentiation instruction
influenced academic achievement among English Language Learners in a mixed ability
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classroom. The researchers selected twenty students from an English Language Learner class,
including ten low academic achievers and ten high academic achievers. All students took a
pretest before the differentiation intervention. According to the subsequent posttest, it was clear
that the lower achievers benefited from differentiation of instruction and that differentiation of
instruction maximized their performance. The low achievers test scores increased, which ensured
academic growth. As for the higher achievement students, their scores did not change after
differentiation. The researchers concluded the high achievers test scores did not change between
the pre and posttest scores because of their high academic performance (Kotob & Abadi, 2019).
The findings from this study suggested that, when implemented correctly, differentiation of
instruction was an effective strategy to help low or struggling students in their education.
A research study by Obafemi (2022) examined the effects of differentiated instruction on
pupils’ academic achievement in mathematics in Ilorin West Local Government Area of Kwara
State. The results of the study revealed that differentiation treatment had a significant effect on
the students’ academic achievement in mathematics but gender and school type did not affect
student achievement in the area of mathematics. Based on the findings from this particular stud,
differentiation improved student academic achievement in mathematics with a consequent
recommendation that differentiation be used in primary schools in mathematics for students.
Salar and Turgut (2021) conducted a study at Ataturk University in Erzurum, Turkey on the
effects of differentiated instruction and 5E learning cycles on academic achievement and self
efficacy of students in physics. The purpose of the research was to examine and compare the
effects of differentiation of instruction and 5E learning cycles on student achievement and self
efficiency. A pre and posttest addressed the research question. Participants included 162 tenth
grade students from three schools. The experiment occurred three separate times, one time at
each school, with a control group at each of the three schools. The following tests comprised the
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data: Electricity Achievement Test, Electricity Prior Knowledge Test, and Physics Self-Efficacy
Test. In order to obtain quantitative data, the researchers employed a SPSS version 20 software.
A two-factor mixed measures ANOVA determined a difference between the students’ pre and
posttest scores on self-efficacy. Based on the findings, differentiation of instruction improved the
academic achievement of low- and mid-achieving students; however, the self-efficacy scores
indicated no significant difference between the groups. They recommended that teachers using
differentiation in their classroom should create level groups in their classroom (Salar and Turgut,
2021).
Suson et al. (2020) identified the role of differentiation instruction in teaching reading and
fostering comprehension in basic education in the Philippines. The study looked at four different
guided-reading strategies, identifying the main idea, noting details, sequencing events, and
predicting outcomes. Analysis of the data was through weighted means, standard deviations, and
Chi-square. The results of the study found that the students who benefited from differentiation
instruction developed reading comprehension. This information was in line with other empirical
studies revealing that diverse learners achieved better academically when implementing
differentiation. According to the findings, teachers needed to provide more activities and
learning techniques in their curriculum through differentiation instruction to enhance the reading
comprehension of all intelligence levels. Differentiation instruction was vital in reading
comprehension to create a persistent benefit to diverse learners (Suson et al., 2020).
Framework to Guide Change
Using a framework to guide change was one way to ensure that educators gained the
knowledge and skills to plan and teach lessons to meet the needs of all diverse students. Hanover
Research did a research study in 2018 that supported Washington school districts’ focusing on

34

differentiating instruction to support diverse students within a multi-tiered system of support
(MTSS) framework. Hanover Research noted the following:
•

Differentiation required teachers to plan instruction that met all students’ needs and to
adjust instruction in response to unanticipated needs.

•

Differentiation focused on varying instruction to meet individual students’ needs.

•

Teachers needed substantial professional development to differentiate instruction
effectively.

•

Schools could use classroom observations to support professional development and to
monitor the implementation of differentiated instruction.

•

Differentiation required effective formative assessments. (Hanover Research, 2018)
With schools facing diversity every day, the need for differentiation was more common.

Cheney and Muscott (1996) explored the concept of responsible inclusion in considering the
successful placement of students with complex social, emotional and behavioral needs in
inclusive schools. Booth and Ainscow, 2011stated that, for inclusion to be successful, the
following must take place:
•

supporting everyone to feel that they belong

•

increasing participation of children and adults in learning and teaching activities,
relationships, and communities of local schools

•

reducing exclusion, discrimination, barriers to learning and participation

•

viewing differences between children and between adults as resources for learning

•

emphasizing the development of school communities and values, as well as
achievements

•

restructuring cultures, policies, and practices to respond to diversity in ways that value
everyone equally (Booth & Ainscow, 2011, p. 11).
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McMaster reported successful inclusion through examples found in literature. In his
research, he shared a vision of inclusion along with a common definition. He reported on the
process reflecting the best evidence for professional learning and development and discussed the
changes that took place on a cultural level. Last, he discussed a successful tool called
differentiation used throughout the world to facilitate his process of change (cited in Timperley
et al., 2007).
Summary
Educational psychologists, instructional designers, and teachers unanimously agreed that
every student learned differently. To make the learning process beneficial for the learners, one
should consider their individual differences and modify the type of content delivered, the
assessments conducted, the sequence of delivery of content, and various other learner
characteristics (Rasheed & Wahid, 2018). Tomlinson (2005) defined DI as a teaching philosophy
based on the premise that students learned best when their teachers accommodated the
differences in their readiness levels, interests, and learning profiles. This chapter detailed the
history and value of differentiation instruction and discussed its worth as a valuable learning tool
for diverse learners. Studies highlighted the success of differentiation throughout this chapter and
identified barriers that came with differentiation. The literature established the need for more
research on differentiation regarding teachers’ perceptions and a framework to guide that change.
The chapter outlined numerous strategies to highlight the approach outlined for differentiation
instruction. The next chapter describes the research design methodology for this study.
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Chapter 3. Methodology
Chapter 3 identifies the procedures used to investigate the perceptions of middle school
teachers regarding differentiation of instruction for students with mild to moderate disabilities. A
qualitative research method produced an in depth understanding of the participants’ experiences
and perceptions regarding differentiation for middle grades in the public schools. Four themes
aided understanding of the features of qualitative design: the goals of the research; the primary
instrument of data analysis; the method used throughout the research; and the outcome of the
research. The goal of the research was to create a description of how the subjects experienced
differentiation in the classroom.
Research Questions
The following questions examined the perceptions of the middle school teachers
concerning differentiation in the general education classroom. The research questions guiding
this study are below. The primary question was: What are middle school teachers’ perceptions of
middle school teachers regarding differentiation of instruction for students with mild to moderate
disabilities?
Four supporting sub-questions guided this research, as follows:
RQ1. How does differentiated instruction for students with mild to moderate disabilities
influence student outcomes?
RQ2. What knowledge is considered for differentiation in the classroom for students with
mild to moderate disabilities?
RQ3. What barriers do middle school teachers face when implementing differentiation for
students with mild to moderate disabilities?
RQ4. What resources are available to middle school teachers that facilitate differentiation
of instruction for students with mild to moderate disabilities?
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Research Design
Phenomenological research is a qualitative research approach that seeks to understand and
describe the universal essence of a phenomenon. The approach investigates the everyday
experiences of human beings while suspending the researchers’ preconceived assumptions about
the phenomenon (Ho & Limpaecher, 2022). Qualitative methodology was appropriate for the
current study because the focus was on collecting rich, in-depth information from teachers
regarding their perspectives about differentiation in the general education classrooms for diverse
learners and or students with mild to moderate disabilities. Qualitative research describes the
process of educational activities that find shortcomings and weaknesses and improves them.
Researchers can use the methodology to analyze a symptom, facts, and educational events in the
field or compile a hypothesis related to the concepts and principles of education based on
information and data that occur in the field (Lembaga Penelitian dan Pengabdian kepada
Masyarakat Universitas Medan Area, 2020). By adopting qualitative methodology, the
researcher can fine-tune pre-conceived notions as well as extrapolate the thought processes,
analyzing and estimating the issues in-depth (Jamshed, 2014).
Site Selection
The current study took place in a rural school in Loveland, TN with 741 students for the
2021-2022 school year. There were 368 males and 373 females in the chosen school, including
233 students in 6th grade, 259 in 7th grade, and 249 students in the 8th grade. Administrators
identified sixty-five students as having mild to moderate disabilities and eighty-five had an IEP.
Of the 741 students enrolled, 63% were economically disadvantaged and qualified to receive a
free/reduced-price lunch.
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Population
This study population included fifteen teachers with a license in general education in the
state of Tennessee. The participants for this research study were general education teachers from
the public school system in Loveland, TN. The levels they taught ranged from sixth grade
through eighth grade. The educators had diverse teaching backgrounds with a minimum of three
years instructing students with disabilities.
Sample
The sample for the research comprised middle school teachers that taught 6th, 7th, and 8th
grade students with mild to moderate disabilities during the 2021-2022 school year. Fifteen
teachers from one school district that offered differentiation to diverse learners in grades 6th
through 8th grade in the general education classrooms met the study criteria.. The researcher
verified names and credentials of the volunteers with the state of Tennessee Department of
Education website and school district website. The fifteen teachers were eligible to complete the
interview process for research purposes.
Participants
A group of fifteen teachers participated in the study, which was sufficient to reach data
saturation. Previous recommendations suggested that qualitative studies required a minimum
sample size of at least twelve to reach data saturation (Clarke & Braun, 2013; Guest et al., 2006;
Vasileiou et al., 2018). Therefore, a sample of fifteen was sufficient for the qualitative analysis
and scale of this study. This allowed the researcher to evaluate their perceptions on
differentiation in the classroom for diverse learners and or students with mild to moderate
disabilities. Table 1 below illustrates the demographic breakdown of the participants.
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Table 1
Participant Profiles
Pseudonym

Gender

KDO

F

AKO

Years Experience

Subject Taught

Degree

10+

Math

Bachelor’s

F

10+

Social Studies

Bachelor’s

RPO

F

7

English

Bachelor’s

DMO

M

10+

English

Masters

CBO

F

8

English

Bachelor’s

CRO

F

10+

Science

Bachelor’s

CCO

M

10+

Science

Bachelor’s

JWO

M

10+

Math

Bachelor’s

RSO

F

10+

English

Bachelor’s

RCO

F

10+

Science

Bachelor’s

KSO

M

10+

Social Studies

Bachelor’s

WMO

M

10+

Social Studies

Masters

SBO

F

7

English

Bachelor’s

BOO

F

10+

Science

Masters

NKO

F

10+

English

Bachelor’s

Before collecting data, the researcher ensured there were fifteen educators willing to
participate in the research study. Researchers must respect those individuals and should allow
them to make their own informed decisions about whether to participate in research. To treat
people as autonomous, the researcher provided the individuals with complete information about
the study and encouraged them to decide whether to enroll (Global Advocacy for HIV
Prevention, 2019).
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Data Collection
The semi-structured interviews aided collection of the qualitative, open-ended data,
including exploring the participant’s thoughts, feelings, and beliefs about the topic, and
discussing personal, and sometimes sensitive, issues (DeJonckheere & Vaughn, 2019). The
researcher prepared a list of questions before the semi-structured interviews took place and asked
four identified experts to review. Experts had been in the special education field for at least ten
years and had a general understanding of differentiation. The identified experts included a
Special Education Director, two Special Education teachers, and one Comprehensive
Development Classroom (CDC) Special Education Teacher. The experts offered suggestions
based on their experience to improve the data collection opportunity.
Once there were fifteen participants, the researcher engaged with each via email and in
person to ensure their understanding of the study. During the face-to-face conversations, the
researcher asked the participants to sign a waiver and consent form (Appendix D), indicating that
he/she agreed to take part. The researcher discussed the purpose of the study and answered any
questions.
Data collection involved questionnaires (Appendix C) as well as face-to-face interviews
with the fifteen teachers. A password-protected laptop that belonged to the researcher served as a
storage site for all data. The researcher explained that the information obtained would be
securely locked away and destroyed after a three-year period.
Data Analysis Strategies
The researcher recorded and transcribed all interviews. The researcher listened to the
interviews several times to ensure accuracy when transcribing. After the interviews were
transcribed and member-checked by study participants, the researcher entered the data into a
computer system called Quirkos that identified themes and codes. The identified data created
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five main themes, as follows: a) teachers’ personal definition of differentiation, b) examples of
implementation of differentiation in the classroom, c) barriers to implementation, d) needed
supports, and f) student achievement.
Procedures
Qualitative research determined the perceptions of differentiation among 6th, 7th, and 8th
grade teachers. After identifying a school, the researcher contacted the LEA, special education
supervisor of instruction, and the director of schools to offer written information about the
research study. A signed letter from the director of schools and the special education director
granted permission to conduct the research study on October 15, 2021 (Appendix A). The
researcher received a signed letter from the LEA granting permission to conduct the research
study on November 19, 2021 (Appendix B).
Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework for this study incorporated theories and definitions of
differentiation of instruction. According to VanTassel-Baska (2012), differentiation of
instruction included tailoring one’s own teaching to attend to a specific students’ need to help
them with the way they learn. Differentiation was a direct approach to teaching diverse learners
that entails planning and implementing various levels in one classroom. Although many
definitions for differentiation of instruction existed, Tomlinson (2005), a leading expert in this
field, defined differentiated instruction as a philosophy of teaching based on the premise that
students learned best when their teachers accommodated their differences in readiness levels,
interests, and learning profiles. Differentiated instruction was not a single strategy but a
framework that teachers could use to implement a variety of strategies, many of which were
evidence-based. (What is differentiated instruction, 2022).

42

Assessment of Quality and Rigor
Members of the academic community share responsibility for ensuring rigor in qualitative
research, whether as researchers who design and implement, manuscript reviewers who critique,
colleagues who discuss and learn from each other, or scholarly teachers who draw upon results to
enhance and innovate education (Johnson et al., 2020). Uniquely positioned, qualitative research
can provide researchers with process-based, narrated, storied data more closely related to human
experience (Stahl & King, 2020). Qualitative research’s trustworthiness can depend on the
credibility of the researcher (Merriam, 2009).
Attributes of rigor and quality suggest best practices for qualitative research design related
to the steps of designing, conducting, and reporting qualitative research in education. A research
question must be clear and focused and supported by a strong conceptual framework, which
contribute to the selection of appropriate research methods that enhance trustworthiness and
minimize researcher bias inherent in qualitative methodologies (Johnson et al., 2020). Lincoln
and Guba (1985) established four criteria as benchmarks for quality based on the identification of
four aspects of trustworthiness relevant to both quantitative and qualitative studies: truth value,
applicability, consistency, and neutrality.
Johnson et al., (2020) noted five steps for common standards of rigor and best practices for
qualitative research from design through dissemination. The five steps included:
1) Identifying a research topic: Identifying and developing a research topic comprises two
major tasks: formulating a research question and developing a conceptual framework to
support the study.
2) Qualitative Study Design: The development of a strong conceptual framework facilitates
the selection of appropriate study methods to minimize the bias inherent in qualitative
studies and to help readers trust the research and the researcher.
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3) Data Analysis: In many qualitative studies, data collection runs concurrently with data
analysis. Specific standards of rigor commonly used ensure trustworthiness and integrity
within the data analysis process, including use of computer software, peer review, audit
trail, triangulation, and negative case analysis.
4) Drawing Valid Conclusions: According to Swanwick and Swanwick (2013), Lingard
and Kennedy succinctly state that the purpose of qualitative research was to deepen one’s
understanding of specific perspectives, observations, experiences, or events evidenced
through the behaviors or products of individuals and groups as they situate in specific
contexts or circumstances. Conclusions generated from study results should enhance the
conceptual framework, or contribute to a new theory or model development, and are most
often situated within the discussion and conclusion sections of a manuscript.
5) Reporting Research Results: The keys to quality reporting of qualitative research results
are clarity, organization, completeness, accuracy, and conciseness in communicating the
results to the reader of the research manuscript (Swanwick & Swanwick, 2013).
Lincoln and Guba (1985) stated that credibility was essential to establish trust and that one
method of promoting credibility was through triangulation, which used several sources of
information to develop a repeated pattern (Stahl & King, 2020). Another way to pursue
credibility was to involve informants (e.g., tutees, tutors, and program coordinators from a
writing center) in verifying researchers’ interpretations of the facts (Stahl & King, 2020).
Transferability was the second factor for trustworthiness offered by Lincoln and Guba (1985). In
transferability, patterns from one context might apply to another. Dependability was the third
perspective of trustworthiness noted by Lincoln and Guba. In qualitative research, in which
researchers, producers, and consumers actively build their trust in the events as they unfold, there
are a few concrete research practices that not only produce confidence but also make one feel
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trustworthy (Stahl & King, 2020). The fourth perspective on trustworthiness was confirmability
or getting as close to objective reality as qualitative research can get (Stahl & King, 2020).
Using Lincoln and Guba as a guideline, the current research addressed each of the four
areas for establishing credible and trustworthy findings. Member checking aided credibility
through member checking during the interview process. During the interview process, the
researcher summarized and restated information and questioned participants about the accuracy.
Expert sampling provided transferability by interviewing regular education teachers who taught
students with mild to moderate disabilities. A code-recode strategy produced dependability using
data from the interviews and the transcripts and placing them accordingly. Triangulation offered
confirmability by checking and rechecking the data and entering the information into a
CAQDAS software called Quirkos.
Researchers must assure that the instrument used in the research measures what it is
supposed to measure. Validity in qualitative research means appropriateness of the tools,
processes, and data. Whether the research question is valid for the desired outcome, the choice of
methodology is appropriate for answering the research question, the design is valid for the
methodology, the sampling and data analysis is appropriate, and finally, the results and
conclusions are valid for the sample and context (Leung, 2015). To meet this criteria, the
researcher transcribed the interviews carefully by writing each word verbatim from the
recordings and entered the data into Quirkos.
Ethical Considerations
Given the nature of a qualitative research study, the interaction between the researcher and
participants can be ethically challenging. Ethical guidelines are important for the protection of
participants for any research study. Research ethics govern the standards of conduct for scientific
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researchers. It is important to adhere to ethical principles to protect the dignity, rights, and
welfare of research participants (World Health Organization, 2022).
The researcher treated the participants in the current study with respect and courtesy. The
aim and methods of the research were clear to all participants, who could choose or decline to
participate. Researchers must respect those individuals and allow them to make their own
informed decisions about whether to participate in the research. To treat people as autonomous,
individuals must have complete information about a study and decide on their own whether to
enroll (Global Advocacy for HIV Prevention, 2019).
Researcher Role
The researcher undertook collecting on-site permissions and permission forms, arranging
and conducting interviews, gathering information and data including transcribing and coding
appropriately. The school provided space for the interviews to take place, thus allowing for a
more inviting and familiar comfortable setting with which everyone was familiar.
Summary
A qualitative design was appropriate for this study in order to create an understanding of
differentiation in the general education classroom through the perceptions of middle school
teachers. The chapter offered the research questions, the venue for the study, and information
about participant selection. The chapter included information about the interviewing process,
including recording, transcribing, coding through Quirkos, and identifying patterns and or
themes within the data. The chapter considered credibility, transferability, dependability, and
confirmability, and the role of the researcher.
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Chapter 4. Findings
This chapter features an in-depth examination of the purpose of the research and the ways
in which the methodology allowed the participants to discuss their views implementing
differentiation in the classroom. It presents the findings from the interviews, discusses the
research questions, and offers a summary.
The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine the perceptions of middle school
teachers regarding differentiation of instruction for students with mild to moderate disabilities.
Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development Theory provided the contextual framework that
guided the study. Ten interview questions and four research questions guided the study.
Results
The purpose of this research was to examine the perception of middle school teachers on
ways in which to implement differentiation for students with mild to moderate disabilities in the
general education classroom. The research allowed the participants to discuss their views and
their individual definitions of differentiation. It encouraged them to look at ways that
differentiation could increase student achievement and identify barriers teachers faced when
trying to implement differentiation in the general education classroom. In addition to identifying
personal perspectives on their comfort levels when dealing with differentiation, participants
discussed their perceptions of differentiation in the general education classroom.
A qualitative method was appropriate for this research. Among other views, the general
education teachers consistently noted there was not enough time and or support in the general
education classroom to deliver differentiation effectively. The teachers expressed legitimate
concerns about the number of students with mild to moderate disabilities in the school that
received differentiation instruction from one individual due to insufficient support for effective
implementation.
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This study examined fifteen middle school teachers’ perceptions of differentiation of
students with mild to moderate disabilities in the general education classroom. The interviews
consisted of ten questions that were audio-recorded and transcribed. The purpose of this study
was to investigate middle school teachers’ perceptions of differentiation of students with mild to
moderate disabilities in the general education classroom. The research question and sub
questions illustrated the experiences of the teacher’s using differentiation in a rural school in
Lafayette, TN. The questions examined the teachers’ experience regarding differentiation
strategies and ways in which they addressed barriers. The analysis of the data revealed the
following themes: a) teachers’ personal definition of differentiation, b) examples of
implementation of differentiation in the classroom, c) barriers to implementation, d) supports for
implementation, and f) effects on student achievement.
Research Questions
The research questions guiding this study are listed below. The primary question was:
What are middle school teachers’ perceptions of middle school teachers regarding differentiation
of instruction for students with mild to moderate disabilities?
Four supporting sub-questions guided this research, as follows:
RQ1. How does differentiated instruction for students with mild to moderate disabilities
influence student outcomes?
RQ2. What knowledge is considered for differentiation in the classroom for students with
mild to moderate disabilities?
RQ3. What barriers do middle school teachers face when implementing differentiation for
students with mild to moderate disabilities?
RQ4. What resources are available to middle school teachers that facilitate differentiation
of instruction for students with mild to moderate disabilities?
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Findings
Each interview identified various points of dissatisfaction with differentiation instruction
in the general education classroom for students with mild to moderate disabilities. The researcher
coded the data from the participant’s responses and categorized responses based on the emerging
themes: The analysis of the data revealed the following themes: a) teachers’ personal definition
of differentiation, b) examples of implementation of differentiation in the classroom, c) barriers
to implementation, d) supports for implementation, and f) effects on student achievement.
Teachers Definition of Differentiation
The interview questions disclosed the participants’ perceptions of differentiation of
students with mild to moderate disabilities in the regular classrooms in a middle school setting.
The participants offered different definitions of differentiation. RPO described differentiation as,
“Catering to the students’ needs and providing a learning environment suitable for all students no
matter how they learn.” NKO stated differentiation was, “Using a variety of diverse teaching
methods to reach every student in the classroom, ensuring that all can attain their full potential
and learn at different rates.” JWO stated that differentiation was “teaching to students at different
education levels.”
Examples of Implementation of Differentiation in the Classroom
Participants provided examples of the areas in which they implemented differentiation in
the classroom. The common theme among the teachers included needing more time; three of the
fifteen teachers stated students needed more of the teachers’ time. SBO noted a need for “flexible
due dates,” while CRO discussed presenting material in multiple ways. RSO added a comment
about “grading on a different scoring scale.”. Other mentions included: reducing the number of
questions on a test, reading aloud, and offering instruction based on ability level.
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Barriers to Implementation
The participants were asked about barriers they faced when they implemented
differentiation in the classroom. RPO, SBO, NKO, and JWO stated that time was a barrier. CRO
noted that there was not enough time for planning. AKO reported, “With such a short time in
class and no aid to assist in the class, it is difficult to provide assistance to all students.” KSO
listed the barrier of “having such a combination or wide range of ability levels in one
classroom.” DMO added, “Logistics. With five classes and approximately 130 students, I find it
difficult to differentiate instruction and assessment so that each student has a fair chance of
achieving success. Except for my two inclusion classes, there is only one of me to meet the needs
of each class. The likelihood of my teaching meeting the students at each student’s individual
level is slight.”
Supports for Implementation
Participants responded to whether the school system provided middle school teachers
with ways to implement instruction in the classroom. Five teachers said that the school system
provided support, six teachers noted support was not evident, and one reported receiving support
on occasion. CRO stated, “I feel that we are on our own when it comes to implementing
instruction. We work with teachers to determine what strategies work best.” When RSO
responded to whether the school system provided middle school teachers with ways to
implement instruction in the classroom, the response was, “Not really, we are given teaching
material and assigned a classroom.” AKO stated, “I do think that the school system provides
teachers with ways to implement instruction in the classroom.” NKO reported that assistance was
given “occasionally.” JWO responded “No.” BOO stated, “Math and Language Arts teachers
have a paraprofessional and or special education teacher in the inclusion class” but DMO argued,
“Not that I am aware of.”
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Effects on Student Achievement
When participants were asked if differentiation instruction in the classroom led to
increased student achievement, fourteen teachers answered that differentiation could lead to
student achievement in some way. BOO stated, “Yes and No. Some students with IEP’s and
504’s expect to pass without having to do any work; whereas, some appreciate the extra help. It
really depends on the student.” KSO added, “Yes.” RPO, CBO, RSO, CBO, WMO, MMO and
CCO replied, “Yes, if done correctly.” SBO stated, “I do believe that differentiation can lead to
student achievement. However, I do think that to be ‘most’ beneficial the educators need to
[have] less constraints in the classroom setting. Fewer students in class would allow better time
to assess the student’s needs and cater to each individual student’s needs.” CRO agreed, “Yes,
because it gives students the opportunity to learn in a way that suits them.”
Summary
This chapter provided an analysis of the data from fifteen participants interviews. The
purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions of middle school teachers who worked with
students with mild to moderate disabilities in the general education classroom setting. The
interviews were face-to-face and transcribed by the researcher. Once transcribed, information
was coded, establishing categories from the emerging patterns of responses. The following
themes emerged from the interviews: a) teachers’ personal definition of differentiation, b)
examples of implementation of differentiation in the classroom, c) barriers to implementation, d)
supports for implementation, and f) effects on student achievement.
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Chapter 5. Conclusion and Recommendations
The purpose of this study was to examine the perceptions of middle school teachers
regarding the differentiation of instruction for students with mild to moderate disabilities.
Research through interviews exposed the views of fifteen middle school general education
teachers regarding their perception about differentiation of instruction, ways in which
differentiation could be effective, and barriers they faced when implementing differentiation.
The emerging themes from the analysis of data could improve the school system’s ability to
implement differentiation.
The interviews supplied a thorough qualitative study of differentiation in the middle school
setting. All fifteen teachers willingly volunteered for the research study. Face-to-face interviews
took place and questions given to the participants previously guided the interview process
(Appendix D). After the interviews, the researcher transcribed the answers and coded them with
keywords related to the categories of differentiation in the classroom. This helped align the
information appropriately. The researcher sorted and grouped the answers accordingly. The
researcher looked for patterns, shared thoughts, and or indicators pertaining to differentiation,
and entered the data into Quirkos.
Discussion
This section presents discussions derived from the analysis of data in Chapter 4.
Research Question # 1.
RQ1. How does differentiated instruction for students with mild to moderate disabilities
influence student outcomes?
Differentiation allowed the creation of an environment in which all students could succeed
and from which they could derive benefits (Subban, 2006). Fourteen of fifteen participants
responded that differentiation could help a student be successful if implemented appropriately.

52

When asked if differentiation instruction in the classroom could lead to increased student
achievement, BOO stated, “Yes and no. Some students with IEP’s and 504’s expect to be passed
because they have an IEP or 504 without doing any work. Other students appreciate the extra
individual help. It really depends on the student.” Only one participant said that differentiation
instruction did not lead to student achievement or success. Teachers also reported that the
students needed to be willing to accept the help offered for differentiation to work.
Differentiation is a direct approach to teaching diverse learners because it entails planning and
implementing various levels in one classroom. Tomlinson (2005), a leading expert in this field,
defined differentiated instruction as a philosophy of teaching based on the premise that students
learn best when their teachers accommodate their differences in readiness levels, interest, and
learning profiles.
Research Question # 2.
RQ2. What knowledge is considered for differentiation in the classroom for students with
mild to moderate disabilities?
Some educators rate students’ knowledge based on their ability level. When asked what
about knowledge related to differentiation in the classroom for students with mild to moderate
disabilities, JWO stated, “Using different methods of teaching allowing one to see what students
are capable of doing on their own and what they need.” When asked the same question, AKO
offered, “I look at my students IEP’s and any information such as assessments I may have to see
what might best help them.” Some participants questioned and observed students as they worked
independently. Teachers assessed students’ knowledge through oral answers, work labs,
watching facial expressions, trial and error, and testing. Some teachers looked at the students’
IEP’s to understand the learning strategies the students might use. Differentiated instruction
derived from several learning approaches, including the idea of multiple intelligences developed
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by psychologist Howard Gardner (Differentiated instruction and strategies, n.d.). Gardner
posited that people could process information in one of seven ways: linguistic, logicalmathematical, .spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, musical, interpersonal, and interpersonal. He theorized
that these individual abilities operated together to form a more complex way of learning, thus
providing a more comprehensive view of what constitutes human intelligence (Maftoon &
Sarem, 2012).
Research Question # 3.
RQ3. What barriers do middle school teachers face when implementing differentiation for
students with mild to moderate disabilities?
Teachers face many barriers when implementing differentiation in the classroom. When
asked the research question, AKO remarked, “With such a short time in class, and no aide to
assist in my class, it is difficult to provide assistance to all students.” When asked the same
question, NKO stated, “With classes of thirty students, it is difficult to meet every child’s needs
with only one teacher/adult. Overcrowded classrooms make it challenging to accommodate every
student.” RPO added, “Time was the biggest restraint”. SYO agreed, “Time constraints, students
feeling singled out when you handle their education differently and having time to prepare and
plan the different ways to implement these differentiations.” Participants in the study noted time
was the largest barrier. The second barrier was not enough help in the classroom. The teachers
said there needed to be another person to implement the differentiation in order for it to be
effective. The third barrier identified was the various learning levels and the fourth barrier
identified was that the teacher felt that it was hard for the teacher to be secretive when
implementing differentiation and finally student engagement. Manivannan and Nor (2020).
conducted a study that showed teachers faced challenges when implementing differentiation. In
their research, eleven barriers emerged as follows: lack of differentiation knowledge, time
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constraints, class size, school administration, lack of resources, students, lack of teaching
methodology knowledge, curriculum, personal characteristics, personal teaching beliefs and
styles, and nature of differentiation of instruction. Barriers prevent teachers from being able to
deliver lessons with differentiation instruction effectively.
Research Question # 4.
RQ4. What resources are available to middle school teachers that facilitate differentiation
of instruction for students with mild to moderate disabilities?
Available resources included hands-on experience, technology, and freedom within the
curriculum to employ different forms of teaching. One teacher stated that they were given
materials and assigned to a classroom.
Six teachers expressed their school did not help when it came to implementing instruction
in the classroom. When asked if her school system provided ways that middle school teachers
could implement instruction in the classroom for students with mild to moderate disabilities,
CRO stated, “I feel like we are on our own when it comes to implementing instruction.” Five
participants said that the school system provided ways to implement instruction. When asked the
same question, CBO stated, “Yes, we have technologies to use and freedom within the
curriculum to use different forms of teaching.” One teacher argued that certain subjects had
paraprofessionals in their room to help implement instruction, while another reported that the
school gave insufficient materials to implement. According to Manivannan and Nor (2020),
Aldossari (2018) and Avgousti (2017) posited that their teacher participants did not receive
sufficient support from the administration, which made it more strenuous to carry out
differentiation instruction.
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Recommendations for Practice
This study could guide classrooms with differentiation on the perception of middle school
teachers working with mild to moderate disabilities. Through analysis of the data, it became
obvious that differentiation could be beneficial if done correctly. However, the teachers noted
barriers they faced that could prevent them from implementing differentiation correctly. These
barriers were noted in Chapter 4.
The purpose of the study was to develop a better understanding through the perceptions of
middle school teachers regarding the differentiation of instruction for students with mild to
moderate disabilities. The lack of research on this topic suggested a need for additional research.
Recommendation for Future Research
1. It is recommended that future studies be replicated in different schools and compared
for a comparative analysis. Such studies could expand throughout the region or in other school
districts to evaluate the perceptions of middle school teachers regarding the differentiation of
instruction for students with mild to moderate disabilities.
2. This study was limited to middle school students; it is recommended that future studies
should open to elementary school students. Opening the study may focus on data that contributes
to improved understanding of the perception and barriers that teachers face in hopes of deriving a
solution
3. This study was limited to middle school students; it is recommended that future studies
should open to high school students. Opening the study may focus on data that contributes to
improved understanding of the perception and barriers that teachers face in hopes of deriving a
solution
4. It is recommended that future studies be replicated with special education teachers in
different settings and compared for a comparative analysis. Such studies could expand into city
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schools and rural schools as well to determine the perception of middle school teachers regarding
differentiation of instruction for students with mild to moderate disabilities.
5. It is recommended that future studies be replicated with general education teachers in
rural counties throughout the region and compared to other regions compatible in a different state
to examine the perspectives of middle school teachers regarding differentiation of instruction for
students with mild to moderate disabilities.
6. It is recommended that future studies be replicated with special education teachers in rural
counties throughout the region and compared to another region compatible in a different state to
examine the perspectives of middle school teachers regarding differentiation of instruction for
students with mild to moderate disabilities.
Outcomes
The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore the perceptions of fifteen middle
school teachers regarding differentiation of instruction for students with mild to moderate
disabilities as related to the research questions. The phenomenological approach allowed a
comprehensive view of the experiences of the middle school teachers. The research design
offered the teachers a chance to share their perspectives and share their thoughts and knowledge
about differentiation instruction. The results of the study indicated that time was a factor when
appropriately implementing differentiation instruction.
The research questions focused on the following:
RQ1. How does differentiated instruction for students with mild to moderate disabilities
influence student outcomes?
RQ2. What knowledge is considered for differentiation in the classroom for students with
mild to moderate disabilities?
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RQ3. What barriers do middle school teachers face when implementing differentiation for
students with mild to moderate disabilities?
RQ4. What resources are available to middle school teachers that facilitate differentiation
of instruction for students with mild to moderate disabilities?
Participants identified barriers as lack of support, lack of time for planning, and having a
wide range of ability levels in one classroom. The results of the study indicated that teachers
must understand how to implement differentiation instruction in order to do so successfully.
Teachers would benefit from more help in the classroom, fewer students in the classroom, and
more time for planning. This study offered suggestions for future research as well as suggestions
on how to implement differentiation instruction successfully. This research could inspire others
and help others to consider implementing differentiation instruction to meet the needs of students
with mild to moderate disabilities.

58

References
Aldossari, E. T. (2018). The challenges of using the differentiated instruction strategy: A case
study in the general education stages in Saudi Arabia. International Education Studies,
11(4), 74-83. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1175296.pdf
Alkahtani, M. A. (2016). Review of the literature on children with special educational needs.
.Journal of Education and Practice, 7(35), 1-14.
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1126490.pdf
Al-Nasseri, Y. S., Renganathan, L., Al Nasseri, F., & Al Balushi, A. (2014). Impact of studentsteacher relationship on student’s learning: A review of literature. International Journal of
Nursing Education, 6(1), 167.
Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. (ASCD). (2010). What research says
about differentiated learning. https://www.ascd.org/el/articles/differentiated-learning
Avgousti, M. (2017). One Size Does Not Fit All: Understanding Differentiated Instruction in
Elementary Mixed-Ability Classrooms. (Master’s Thesis, University of Toronto).
Babakr, Z. H., Mohamedamin, P., & Kakamad, K. (2019). Piaget’s cognitive developmental
theory: Critical review. Education Quarterly Reviews, 2(3), 517-524.
https://doi.org/10.31014/aior.1993.02.03.84
Banerjee, P. A. (2016). A systematic review of factors linked to poor academic performance of
disadvantaged students in science and maths in schools. Cogent Education, 3(1),
1178441. https://doi.org/10.1080/2331186x.2016.1178441
Baumgartner, T., Lipowski, M. B., & Rush, C. (2003). Increasing reading achievement of
primary and middle school students through differentiated instruction (ED479203).
ERIC. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED479203

59

Beecher, M., & Sweeny, S. M. (2008). Closing the achievement gap with curriculum enrichment
and differentiation: One school’s story. Journal of Advanced Academics, 19(3), 502-530.
Blackwell, W. H., & Rossetti, Z. S. (2014). The development of individualized education
programs: Where have we been and where should we go now. SAGE Open.
https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244014530411
Blake, B., & Pope, T. (2008). Developmental psychology: Incorporating Piaget’s and
Vygotsky’s theories in classrooms. Journal of Cross-Disciplinary Perspectives in
Education, 1(1), 59-67.
Block, E., Breaud, M., McNulty, C., Papa, T., & Perry, M. (2019). Perspectives of special
education: Literature review and interview. Creative Education, 10(9), 1973-1981.
https://doi.org/10.4236/ce.2019.109143
Bondie, R. S., Dahnke, C., & Zusho, A. (2019). How does changing ‘one-size-fits-all’ to
differentiated instruction affect teaching. Review of Research in Education, 43(1), 336362. https://doi.org/10.3102/0091732x18821130
Booth, T., & Ainscow, M. (2011). Index for inclusion: Developing learning and participation in
schools (3rd ed.). Centre for Studies on Inclusive Education.
http://www.csie.org.uk/resources/inclusion-index-explained.shtml
Boston, A. (2017). An action research study of barriers to instruction in reading for Georgia
middle school students in the inclusive classroom (ED580062). ERIC.
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED580062
Boyle, C., Scriven, B., Durning, S., & Downes, C. (2011). Facilitating the learning of all
students: The ‘professional positive’ of inclusive practice in Australian primary schools.
Support for Learning, 26(2), 72-78. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9604.2011.01480.x

60

Braun V, &Clarke V. (2016). (Mis)conceptualising themes, thematic analysis, and other
problems with Fugard and Potts’ sample-size tool for thematic analysis. International
Journal of Social Research Methodology,19(6),739-743. doi:
10.1080/13645579.2016.1195588
Bushie, C. (2015). Literature review: Differentiation in education. BU Journal of Graduate
Studies in Education, 7(2). 38-42. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1230703.pdf
Cheney, D., & Muscott, H. (1996). Preventing school failure for students with emotional and
behavioral disabilities through responsible inclusion. Preventing School Failure:
Alternative Education for Children and Youth, 40(3), 109-116. doi:
10.1080/1045988x.1996.9944663
Chick, K., & Hong, B. (2012). Differentiated instruction in elementary social studies: Where do
teachers begin. Social Studies Research and Practice, 7(2), 112-121.
Chien, C.-W. (2015) Analysis of Taiwanese elementary school English teachers’ perceptions of,
designs of, and knowledge constructed about differentiated instruction in content. Cogent
Education, 2(1). doi:10.1080/2331186X.2015.1111040
Conderman, G., & Hedin, L. (2015). Differentiating instruction in co-taught classrooms for
students with emotional/behaviour difficulties. Emotional & Behavioral Difficulties,
20(4), 349-361. doi:10.1080/13632752.2014.976918
Daniels, H. (2001). Vygotsky and pedagogy. Routledge Falmer
Darra, M., & Kanellopoulou, E.-M. (2019). The implementation of the differentiated instruction
in higher education: A research review. International Journal of Education,11(3), 151.
https://doi.org/10.5296/ije.v11i3.15307

61

deJager, T. (2016). Perspectives of teachers on differentiated teaching in multi-cultural South
African secondary schools. Studies in Educational Evaluation, 53, 115-121.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.stueduc.2016.08.004
DeJonckheere, M., & Vaughn, L. M. (2019). Semistructured interviewing in primary care
research: A balance of relationship and rigour. Family Medicine and Community Health,
7, e000057. https://fmch.bmj.com/content/7/2/e000057
Differentiation: How do I use data to adjust instruction for groups. (n.d.).
https://practices.learningaccelerator.org/problem-of-practice/data-differentiation-how-doi-use-data-to-inform-instruction-for-groups-and-individual-students
Differentiated instruction: Examples & classroom strategies. (2021, April 29).
https://resilienteducator.com/classroom-resources/examples-of-differentiatedinstruction/#:~:text=Just%20as%20everyone%20has%20a,to%20reach%20everyone%20
in%20class%3F
Differentiated instruction. (2022). https://www.readnaturally.com/differentiatedinstruction/getting-started
Differentiated instruction and strategies. (n.d.). https://us.sagepub.com/sites/default/files/upmassets/26640_book_item_26640.pdf
Dixon, F. A., Yssel, N., McConnell, J. M., & Hardin, T. (2014). Differentiated instruction,
professional development, and teacher efficacy. Journal for the Education of the Gifted,
37(2), 111-127.
Dragoo, K. (2019). The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) funding: A primer.
Congressional Research Service, 1-34. https://sgp.fas.org/crs/misc/R44624.pdf

62

Drexel University, School of Education. (2000.). The importance of diversity in the classroom.
https://drexel.edu/soe/resources/student-teaching/advice/importance-of-cultural-diversityin-classroom/
Fahey, J. (2000). Who wants to differentiate instruction: We did. Educational Leadership, 58,
70-72
Finson, K. D., Ormsbee, C. K., & Jensen, M. M. (2011). Collaborating to teach students with
mild to moderate disabilities in the inclusion classroom. In Differentiating science
instruction and assessment for learners with special needs, K-8 (pp. 5-12). Corwin Press.
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781483387529.n2
Ford, K. (2019, February 7). Differentiated instruction for English language learners.
Gardner, H., & Hatch, T. (1989). Multiple intelligences go to school: Educational implications of
the theory of multiple intelligences. Educational Researcher, 18(8), 4-9.
Gentry, O., & Owen, S. (1999). An investigation of the effects of total school flexible cluster
grouping on identification, achievement, and classroom practices. Gifted Child Quarterly,
43(4), 1-20..
Global Advocacy for HIV Prevention. (2019). Principles of research ethics.
https://www.avac.org/principles-research-ethics
Gorski, D. (2022). What is RTI? RTI Action Network.
http://www.rtinetwork.org/learn/what/whatisrti
Greene, T. (2011). Differentiated instruction: Reducing behavioral issues in the art room
[Master’s thesis, LaGrange College].
Guest, G., Bunce, A., & Johnson, L. (2006). How many interviews are enough: An experiment
with data saturation and variability. Field Methods,18(1), 59-82. doi:
10.1177/1525822X05279903

63

Hanover Research. (2018). Best practices for differentiated instruction. https://www.wasaoly.org/WASA/images/WASA/1.0%20Who%20We%20Are/1.4.1.6%20SIRS/Download
_Files/LI%202018/Mar-Best%20Practics%20for%20Differentiated%20Instruction.pdf
Hertberg-Davis, H. (2009) Myth 7: Differentiation in the regular classroom is equivalent to
gifted programs and is sufficient: Classroom teachers have the time, the skill, and the will
to differentiate adequately. Gifted Child Quarterly, 53(4), 251-253.
Hertberg-Davis, H. L., & Brighton, C. M. (2006). Support and sabotage: Principals’ influence on
middle school teachers’ responses to differentiation. Journal of Secondary Gifted
Education, 17(2), 90-102. https://doi.org/10.4219/jsge-2006-685
Hileman, A. N. (2009). The impact of differentiation strategies on student achievement
[Graduate Research Papers 841, University of Northern Iowa].
https://scholarworks.uni.edu/grp/841
Ho, L. Y., & Limpaecher, A. (2022, June 12). What is phenomenological research design.
https://delvetool.com/blog/phenomenology
Hodge, P. H. (1997). An analysis of the impact of a prescribed staff development program in
differentiated instruction on student achievement and the attitudes of teachers and
parents toward that instruction (Publication No. 9821540) (Doctoral dissertation,
University of Alabama). Proquest Dissertations and Theses.
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. (2022, October 11). About IDEA.
https://sites.ed.gov/idea/about-idea/
Jamshed, S. (2014). Qualitative research method-interviewing and observation. Journal of Basic
and Clinical Pharmacy, 5(4), 87. https://doi.org/10.4103/0976-0105.141942

64

Johnson, J. L., Adkins, D., & Chauvin, S. (2020). A review of the quality indicators of rigor in
qualitative research. American Journal of Pharmaceutical Education, 84(1), 7120.
https://doi.org/10.5688/ajpe7120
Karadag, R., & Yasar, S. (2010). Effects of differentiated instruction on students’ attitudes
towards Turkish courses: An action research. Procedia—Social and Behavioral Sciences,
9, 1394-1399. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sbspro.2010.12.340
Kirk, S., Gallagher, J. J., & Coleman, M. R. (2014). Educating exceptional children (14th ed.).
Cengage.
Koehler, S. (2010). Effects of differentiating for readiness, interest and learning profile on
engagement and understanding [Master’s thesis, St. John Fisher College].
https://fisherpub.sjfc.edu/mathcs_etd_masters/91/
Kolb, D. (1984). Experiential learning: Experience as the source of learning and development.
Prentice-Hall.
Kotob, M. M., & Ali Abadi, M. (2019). The influence of differentiated instruction on academic
achievement of students in mixed ability classrooms. International Linguistics Research,
2(2). https://doi.org/10.30560/ilr.v2n2p8
Lavania, M., & Nor, F. (2020). Barriers in differentiated instruction: A systematic review of the
literature. Journal of Critical Reviews., 7(6), 293-297.
https://doi.org/10.31838/jcr.07.06.51
Lembaga Penelitian dan Pengabdian kepada, Masyarakat Universitas Medan Area. (2020,
December 23). Qualitative research methods—Objectives, characteristics and strategies.
https://lp2m.uma.ac.id/qualitative-research-methods-objectives-characteristics-andstrategies/

65

Leung, L. (2015). Validity, reliability, and generalizability in qualitative research. Journal of
Family Medicine and Primary Care, 4(3), 324-327. https://doi.org/10.4103/22494863.161306
Lincoln, Y.S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry (1st ed.). Sage.
Lunsford, K. J. (2017). Challenges to implementing differentiated instruction in middle school
classrooms with mixed skill levels (Doctoral dissertation, Walden University).
https://scholarworks.waldenu.edu/dissertations/5021/
Madrazo, G. M., & Motz, L. M. L. (2005). Brain research: Implications to diverse learners.
Science Educator, 14(1), 56-60.
Maftoon, P., & Sarem, S. N. (2012). The realization of Gardner’s multiple intelligences (MI)
theory in second language acquisition. Journal of Language Teaching and Research,
3(6), 1233-1241. https://doi.org/10.4304/jltr.3.6.1233-1241
Manivannan, M. L., & Nor, F. (2020). Barriers in differentiated instruction: A systematic review
of the literature. Journal of Critical Reviews, 7, 293-297. doi: 10.31838/jcr.07.06.51.
McCarthy, J. (2014, August 25). Learner interest matters: Strategies for empowering student
choice. https://www.edutopia.org/blog/differentiated-instruction-learner-interest-mattersjohn-mccarthy
McCarthy, M. (2016). Experiential Learning Theory: From theory to practice. Journal of
Business & Economics Research, 14(3), 91-100.
Mcleod, S. (2020, December 7). Jean Piaget’s theory and stages of cognitive development.
McNamara, S., & Moreton, G., (1997) Understanding differentiation: A teachers guide. David
Fulton.
Merawi, T. M. (2018). Primary school teachers’ perceptions of differentiated instruction in Awi
Administrative Zone, Ethiopia. Bahir Dar Journal of Education, 18(2), 152-173.

66

Merriam, S.B. (2009). Qualitative research: A guide to design and implementation. Jossey-Bass.
Mills, R. (2019, September 25). What is differentiated instruction.
Mofield, E. L. (2020). Benefits and barriers to collaboration and co-teaching: Examining
perspectives of gifted education teachers and general education teachers. Gifted Child
Today, 43(1), 20-33. https://doi.org/10.1177/1076217519880588
Moosa, V., & Shareefa, M. (2019). The impact of teachers’ experience and qualification on
efficacy, knowledge and implementation of differentiated instruction. International
Journal of Instruction, 12(2), 587-604.
Mprah, W., Amponteng, M., & Owusu, I. (2015). Barriers to inclusion of children with
disabilities in inclusive schools in Ghana. Journal Of Disability Studies, 15-22.
National Association of Special Education Teachers. (2011). Introduction to learning
disabilities. https://www.naset.org/index.php?id=2522
National Center for Education Statistics. (2021a). Students with disabilities: Annual reports.
National Center for Education Statistics. (2021b). Students with disabilities: Annual reports.
National Dissemination Center for Children with Disabilities. (2011, January). NICHCY
disability fact sheet #7: Learning disabilities. https://www.parentcenterhub.org/wpcontent/uploads/repo_items/fs7.pdf
Oakes, J. (2022). Keeping track: Structuring equality and inequality in an era of accountability.
Teachers College Record, 110, 700-712. https://doi.org/10.1177/016146810811000305
Obafemi, K. (2022). Effect of differentiated instruction on the academic achievement of pupils in
mathematics in Ilorin West Local Government area. KWASU International Journal of
Education, 4(1).

67

Osuafor, A. M., & Okigbo, E. C. (2013). Effect of differentiated instruction on the academic
achievement of Nigerian secondary school biology students. Educational Research
Journals, 4(7), 555-560.
Rasheed, F., & Wahid, A. (2018). The theory of differentiated instruction and its applicability:
An e-learning perspective. International Journal of Technical & Non-Technical
Research, 9, 193-201. https://www.researchgate.net/publication/324843878
Reis, S. M., & Renzulli, J. S. (2015). The five dimensions of differentiation. Gifted Education
Press Quarterly, 29(3), 2-9. https://gifted.uconn.edu/wpcontent/uploads/sites/961/2021/12/Five_Dimensions_of_Differntiation.pdf
Robinson, L., Maldonado, N., & Whaley, J. (2014, November 7). Perceptions about
implementation of differentiated instruction [Paper presentation]. Annual Mid-South
Educational Research (MSERA) Conference. Knoxville, TN.
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED554312
Rock, M. L., Gregg, M., Ellis, E., & Gable, R. A. (2008). REACH: A framework for
differentiating classroom instruction. Preventing School Failure: Alternative Education
for Children and Youth, 52(2), 31-47.
Salar, R., & Turgut, U. (2021). Effect of differentiated instruction and 5E learning cycle on
academic achievement and self-efficacy of students in physics lesson. Science Education
International, 32(1), 4-13. https://doi.org/10.33828/sei.v32.i1.1
Schütz, G., Ursprung, H., & Wößmann, L. (2008). Education policy and equality of opportunity.
Kyklos, 61(2), 279-308.
https://econpapers.repec.org/article/blakyklos/v_3a61_3ay_3a2008_3ai_3a2_3ap_3a279308.htm

68

Shareefa, M., Moosa, V., Mat Zin, R., Abdullah, N. Z. M., & Jawawi, R. (2019). Teachers’
perceptions on differentiated instruction: Do experience, qualification and challenges
matter. International Journal of Learning, Teaching and Educational Research,18(8),
214-226. Doi:10.26803/ijlter.18.8.13
Siam, K., & Al-Natour, M. (2016). Teacher’s differentiated instruction practices and
implementation challenges for learning disabilities in Jordan. International Education
Studies, 9(12), 167-181.
Simon, J. B. (2006). Perceptions of the IEP requirement. Teacher Education and Special
Education, 29(4), 225-235. https://doi.org/10.1177/088840640602900403
Simmons, R. (2015). The impact of differentiated instruction on student reading level throughout
the Response to Intervention model.
https://fisherpub.sjfc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1311&context=education_ETD_ma
sters
Smale-Jacobse, A. E., Meijer, A., Helms-Lorenz, M., & Maulana, R. (2019). Differentiated
instruction in secondary education: A systematic review of research evidence. Frontiers
in Psychology, 10. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02366
A snapshot of the history of differentiated instruction. (2011, February 16).
https://www.brighthubeducation.com/teaching-methods-tips/106939-history-ofdifferentiated-instruction/
Stahl, N. A., & King, J. R. (2020). Understanding and using trustworthiness in qualitative
research. Journal of Developmental Education, 44(1), 26-28.
Strahan, D., Kronenberg, J., Burgner, R., Doherty, J., & Hedt, M. (2012). Differentiation in
action: Developing a logic model for responsive teaching in an urban middle school.
Research in Middle Level Education, 35(8), 1-17.

69

Subban, P. (2006). Differentiated instruction: A research basis. International Education Journal,
7(7), 935-947. https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ854351.pdf
Suprayogi, M. N., & Valcke, M. (2016). Differentiated instruction in primary schools:
Implementation and challenges in Indonesia. Ponte, 72(6), 2-18. doi:
10.21506/j.ponte.2016.6.1
Suson, R., Baratbate, C., Anoos, W., Ermac, E., Aranas, A. G., Malabago, N., Galamiton, N., &
Capuyan, D. (2020). Differentiated instruction for basic reading comprehension in
Philippine settings. Universal Journal of Educational Research, 8(9), 3814-3824.
https://doi.org/10.13189/ujer.2020.080904
Swanwick, T., & Swanwick, T. O. (2013) Understanding medical education: Evidence, theory
and Practice. Wiley-Blackwell.
Taylor, K. R. (2011). Inclusion and the law: Two laws—IDEA and section 504—support
inclusion in schools. Education Digest, 76(9), 48-51. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ926286
Taylor, S. (2017). Contested knowledge: A critical review of the concept of differentiation in
teaching and learning. Warwick Journal of Education: Transforming Teachers, 1, 55-68.
Tieso, C. (2005). The effects of grouping practices and curricular adjustments on achievement.
Journal for the Education of the Gifted, 29(1), 60-89.
Timperley, H., Wilson, A., Barrar, H., & Fung, I. (2007). Teacher professional learning and
development: Best evidence synthesis iteration (BES). Wellington, New Zealand:
Ministry of Education.
Tobin, R., & Tippett, C. D. (2014). Possibilities and potential barriers: Learning to plan for
differentiated instruction in elementary science. International Journal of Science and
Mathematics Education, 12(2), 423-443.

70

Tomlinson, C. A. (2005). Grading and differentiation: Paradox or good practice. Theory into
Practice, 44(3), 262-269.
Tomlinson, C. A. (2010). One kid at a time. Educational Leadership, 67(5), 12-17.
Tomlinson, C. A. (2014). The differentiated classroom: Responding to the needs of all (2nd ed.).
Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development.
Tomlinson C. A. & Allan, S. (2000), Leadership for differentiating schools and classrooms.
Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development.
Tomlinson, C. A., & Kalbfleisch, M. L. (1998). Teach me, teach my brain: A call for
differentiated classrooms. Educational Leadership, 56(3), 52-55.
Tucker, G. C. (2021, June 10). What is differentiated instruction.
https://www.understood.org/articles/en/differentiated-instruction-what-you-need-to-know
University of Virginia, Curry School of Education. (2016). What is differentiated instruction.
https://differentiationcentral.com/what-is-differentiated-instruction
VanTassel-Baska, J. (2012). Analyzing differentiation in the classroom. Gifted Child Today,
35(1), 42-48. https://doi.org/10.1177/1076217511427431
Vasileiou, K., Barnett, J., & Thorpe, S. (2018). Characterising and justifying sample size
sufficiency in interview-based studies: Systematic analysis of qualitative health research
over a 15-year period. BMC Medical Research Methodology, 18, 148.
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12874-018-0594-7
Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological processes.
Harvard University Press.
Vygotsky, L. (1986). Language and thought (A. Kozulin, Trans.). The MIT Press. (Original
work published 1934)

71

Wan, S. W. Y. (2016). Differentiated instruction: Are Hong Kong teachers ready. Teachers and
Teaching: Theory and Practice, 23(3). 284-311. doi: 10.1080/13540602.2016.1204289
What are learning disabilities. (2012). Learning Disabilities Association of America.
https://ldaamerica.org/advocacy/lda-position-papers/what-are-learning-disabilities/
What are the advantages of differentiated instruction. (2019). Caduceus International Publishing.
https://www.cipcourses.com/advantages-of-differentiated-instruction/
What is the difference between an IEP and a 504 plan. (2022).
What is differentiated instruction. (2016, October 7). https://differentiationcentral.com/what-isdifferentiated-instruction/
What is differentiated instruction. (2022).
https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/module/di/cresource/q1/p01/#:~:text=Differentiated%
20instruction%20is%20not%20a,Employing%20effective%20classroom%20managemen
t%20procedures
What is experiential learning. (2021, October 22).
https://experientiallearninginstitute.org/resources/what-is-experiential-learning/
What is inclusion and why is it important. (2022).
Wikimedia Foundation. (2021, January 11). Quirkos. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quirkos
Woodcock, S., Hemmings, B., & Kay, R. (2012). Does study of an inclusive education subject
influence pre-service teachers' concerns and self-efficacy about inclusion. Australian
Journal of Teacher Education, 37(6). https://doi.org/10.14221/ajte.2012v37n6.5
World Health Organization. (2022). Ensuring ethical standards and procedures for research
with human beings. https://www.who.int/activities/ensuring-ethical-standards-andprocedures-for-research-with-human-beings

72

Yuan, H. (2017). Preparing teachers for diversity: A literature review and implications from
community-based teacher education. Higher Education Studies, 8(1), 9.
https://doi.org/10.5539/hes.v8n1p9
Zone of proximal development: An affirmative perspective in teaching ELLs. (2022).
Zwane, S. L., & Malale, M. M. (2018). Investigating barriers teachers face in the implementation
of inclusive education in high schools in Gege Branch, Swaziland. African Journal of
Disability, 7. https://doi.org/10.4102/ajod.v7i0.391

73

APPENDIX: Interview Questions for Research
1. What does differentiation in the classroom mean to you.
2. Can you give me an example of where you have implemented differentiation in the
classroom?
3. Do you think that differentiated instruction in the classroom leads to
increased student achievement? Yes and No.
4. How is a student's knowledge appraised for differentiation in the classroom
for students with mild to moderate disabilities?
5. What barriers do middle school teachers face when implementing
differentiation in the classroom for students with mild to moderate
disabilities?
6. Do you feel like you had a proper education, to implement differentiation in the
classroom?
7. Does your school system provide middle school teachers with ways to
implement instruction in the classroom?
8. If so, what are those?
9. Would you feel more comfortable if the school system you work for gave you
more assistance with implementing instruction in the classroom?
10. Do you feel that one person is able to provide and implement differentiation
in the classroom? Why or why not?
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